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President Ahmadinajab of Iran is holding another conference on eschatology this year, in August. A Roman Catholic priest friend of mine has been invited to speak. The President is looking for the return of the Mahdi, and is seeking to compare the Abrahamic faiths’ understanding of what will bring in the last days. He believes that one of the conditions is a state of general war and chaos, and that achieving that will speed God’s reign on earth. 

Last month I was in Nigeria, in the middle belt as it is called, around a city called Jos. My job was to look at possibilities of mediation and reconciliation, in an area where more than 1000 people have been killed since January. It is a hugely complex conflict, in which I have worked for some years, but religion is a part of the trouble. Visiting a village where 500 had been tortured and murdered a few days earlier, going to a house machine gunned that morning, speaking with a young woman raped a couple of hours before, meeting with Imams and Bishops, and those just in the fighting; everyone spoke of God siding with them.
The difficulty of rival claims to final truth is as old as the hills, as old as truth claims themselves, but I am glad to tell you that in High Court of Justice, in the Strand, a mere month ago, the answer was found.
“ ‘the conferment of any legal protection of preference upon a particular substantive moral position on the ground only that it is espoused by the adherents of a particular faith, however long its tradition, however long its culture, is deeply unprincipled.’

This would mean laws being imposed not to advance the general good on objective grounds but on subjective opinion since faith, other than to the believer, was subjective. 

‘It may of course be true; but the ascertainment of such a truth lies beyond the means by which laws are made in a reasonable society. Therefore it lies only in the heart of the believer, who is alone bound by it. No-one else is or can be so bound, unless by his own free choice he accepts its claims.’”

So it’s OK; we can stand down the Security Council on Iran, I need not have wept with the relatives of those victims in Daga Na Hawa. No-one can be bound by another person’s religious faith or rules, “in a reasonable society”.

The difficulty is that almost no-one lives in a reasonable society and that is not what the passages are saying to us.
One is a call to Exodus, flight in the liberating power of God, and an objective demonstration of  the power of God as being greater than the gods of Egypt, its armies and their reach.
In John, the claim is again objective. In verse 11 Jesus makes the claim of speaking about what is seen and heard, but crucially says that without God doing the work of opening eyes, this truth cannot be experienced. 
In both God is showing himself: but is it binding as public truth? For many centuries the people of Israel and then most of Christendom thought so, and imposed it on others as we carved out an Empire, forbade pagan customs, instituted and then stopped by armed force the industrial exportation of slaves, and directed a million other things from suitable clothes to  constitutions. Lord Justice Laws is changing the pattern of history.
Where God reveals Himself public truth is created. Its demands are universal, its challenges apply to all, and the Exodus continues to be a source of inspiration for justifying claims for liberation. But in the mouth of Jesus the consequences of this  public truth confer the right to a cross not a sword, a pilgrimage not a war. Moses was called to confrontation, to conquest, by the explicit terms of what he experienced. Jesus says that he does not come to condemn the word but to save. Condemnation exists, of course, but which judgement we find is left by Jesus to us to choose by our response. The public truth of the gospel is offered in love to enable human beings to flourish, to  grow and to mature into the love of God and salvation. 

In Jos there was a notable contrast between those who, coming from a historically Christian tribe were identified as Christians by custom and habit, and those who had made a commitment to being disciples. They knew that the truth of Christ did not protect them from harm, but did fill them with hope, and might even, just might even give them the strength to be reconciled, to forgive the rapes and tortures and killings of their wives and children. That breathtaking last thought is an extrapolation from the continued acceptance of a Muslim family in the village, from their prayers, and it is a hope that may well be disappointed. But it exists in embryo.
Some public  truth calls for conquest, Christian public truth call for suffering. That brings us back to Lord Justice Laws. He is right, our truth claims cannot be protected by law because they are truths of service and suffering, but that does not make them subjective, and that does not give an escape clause from condemnation to a society or an individual that turns from them. These truths are gifts to anyone who accepts them, and in so doing finds the experience as well as the knowledge of salvation. They are a challenge to those of us who sit in comfort to re-find the radicality of the gospel in lifestyle and love that accepts suffering and enables flourishing. They are objective truths that enable the defeated villagers to speak of rebuilding rather than revenging, and which call to reconciliation not ever greater wars, not being naïve about the risks but living in the confidence of God’s presence. That is truly effective public truth.
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